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	 Although	Bassanio	declares	that	he	loves	Antonio,	“But	life	itself,	my	wife,	and	all	the	world	/	Are	not	with	me	esteemed	above	thy	life”	(Merchant	4.1.281-283),	his	actions	belie	his	words.	Like	the	prodigal	son	of	the	New	Testament,	Bassanio	squanders	not	only	his	money	but	also	Antonio’s.	He	has	no	way	to	repay	his	debts	except	to	gamble	more	of	his	friend’s	money.	When	Bassanio	leaves	for	Belmont	in	hopes	of	winning	Portia’s	hand	in	marriage,	he	forgets	Antonio’s	existence	until	the	merchant’s	letter	arrives	requesting	some	sign	of	Bassanio’s	affection	before	he	dies.	By	all	indications,	Bassanio	has	no	real,	lasting	love	for	Antonio.			 In	juxtaposing	the	actions	of	Antonio	and	Bassanio,	Shakespeare	presents	the	audience	with	an	imperfect	friendship	that	seems	doomed	to	failure	because	of	the	disparity	of	love	between	the	two	friends.	Yet	by	exposing	the	realities	of	friendship,	Shakespeare	gives	us	a	glimpse	of	what	true-life	friendship	could	possibly	be	if	love	between	friends	were	fully	reciprocated.	Ironically,	the	mutuality	of	affection	needed	to	sustain	a	friendship	is	part	of	the	“fictional”	construct	Shakespeare	exposes.			 	Shakespeare	again	presents	idealized	friendship	in	Othello,	the	Moor	of	Venice	only	to	undermine	the	tradition.	We	must	ask	ourselves,	how	can	Shakespeare	give	a	faithful	representation	of	the	nature	of	true	friendship	in	a	play	about	betrayal	between	friends?	From	the	beginning	of	the	play,	we	are	aware	of	Iago’s	machinations	toward	Othello,	and	we	watch	in	dread	as	he	abuses	his	friendships	with	Roderigo,	Cassio,	and	Othello	in	order	to	promote	his	twisted	vendetta.	We	fear	him	because	his	actions	so	closely	resemble	that	of	a	true	friend.	We	are	troubled	that	his	outward	show	of	affection	is	only	a	thin	veneer	covering	the	darkness	of	his	intentions.	How	can	we	discern	genuine	amity	when	someone	
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so	malevolent	can	deceive	an	honorable	man	such	as	Othello	to	such	a	degree?	What	hope	exists	for	genuine	friendship?			 Although	Iago	feigns	his	affections	toward	his	so-called	friends,	he	plays	such	a	convincing	role	that	if	we	were	not	aware	of	his	intentions,	he	would	epitomize	the	perfect	friend.	MacFaul	notes	that	Othello	and	Iago’s	friendship	is	“the	truest	relationship	either	man	has”	(169).	Though	I	agree	with	his	assessment,	it	is	difficult	to	comprehend	how	a	friendship	that	is	not	real	can	be	considered	true,	but	we	have	to	remember	how	Othello	views	Iago.	After	believing	Desdemona	is	unfaithful	with	Cassio,	Othello	turns	to	Iago	for	support	and	friendship;	he	becomes	Othello’s	lifeline.	In	a	distorted	version	of	honor,	Iago	“proves”	his	love	to	Othello	by	agreeing	to	kill	for	him.	Though	he	is	only	pretending	to	be	his	friend,	in	a	perverse	way,	Iago	experiences	a	friendship	of	mutuality	with	Othello.	The	words	that	pass	between	the	two	men	and	the	moments	of	intense	honesty,	at	least	on	the	part	of	Othello,	creates	an	illusion	of	friendship	that	when	it	is	gone,	the	loss	plunges	Othello	into	the	depths	of	heartache	from	which	he	cannot	return.	When	Othello	demands	to	know	why	Iago	betrayed	their	friendship,	his	response	is	one	of	silence.	There	are	no	words	when	the	friendship	is	destroyed.	Although	it	seems	unlikely	that	Shakespeare	can	use	betrayal	between	friends	as	way	to	express	qualities	of	genuine	friendship,	he	shows	that	even	a	false	friendship	has	moments	of	mutuality.	If	nothing	else,	Shakespeare’s	gives	us	relationships	that	are	more	authentic	than	any	model	of	perfect	amity	since	they	reveal	what	is	instead	of	what	could	be.		 In	The	Merchant	of	Venice	and	Othello,	the	Moor	of	Venice,	Shakespeare	holds	up	a	mirror	for	us	to	see	the	good,	the	bad,	and	the	ugly	of	human	friendship.	While	he	presents	us	with	early	modern	perceptions	of	idealized	friendship,	his	intention	is	for	us	to	see	them	
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as	fictions	of	amity.	He	is	not	disregarding	the	importance	of	virtue	and	mutuality	between	friends;	he	is	merely	providing	us	with	realistic	expectations	of	friendships	between	imperfect	human	beings.	Friendships	do	exist,	but	they	do	not	occur	in	a	vacuum.	They	must	live	and	breathe,	and	sometimes	they	must	die.	While	they	are	illusive	and	sometimes	difficult	to	sustain,	they	are	as	precious	as	life	itself.	To	reiterate	Polonius’s	quote	from	
Hamlet,	“Those	friends	thou	hast,	and	their	adoption	tried,	/	Grapple	them	unto	thy	soul	with	hoops	of	steel”	(1.3.62-3).										
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